As increasing numbers of students with disabilities are taught in general education classrooms, co-teaching has become an established method of special education service provision. No longer viewed by education professionals as a collaborative model-come-lately, this shared approach of working side by side with a colleague in a classroom can be a rewarding and at the same time frustrating experience. This article offers coteachers practical techniques to enhance their interactions and, in turn, improve educational outcomes for all of their students.
Analyze Patterns of Communication
Even with special attention, communication habits are hard to change (Cramer & Stivers, 2007) . One way to help each person in the co-teaching partnership hear how he or she actually sounds is to audiotape some planning sessions (Dettmer et al., 2005; Gottman, Notarius, Gonso, & Markman, 1976) . Use a simple cassette recorder or a more sophisticated digital recording device to record the interactions between co-teaching partners. (Remember, of course, to secure each partner's consent before recording the interactions.) Transcribe the tapes separately or together, and then analyze the dialogue to gain greater insight into the relationship. Focus on tone as well as the actual words used: Often, it is not what is said but rather how it is said that encourages productive interactions. When analyzing the recordings, look and listen for communication blunders, such as rapid-fire messages that sound stressed, judgmental, or oppositional. These messages often sabotage the conversation, resulting in exchanges that come across more like verbal combat than professional dialogue (Garmston & Wellman, 1998) . To avoid such -unproductive debates‖ (see Glover, 2007, p. 60) and to allow clear, honest, and respectful communication to flourish between partners in the future, remind one another to stay relaxed, listen attentively, and choose words carefully (Capelluti, 2004; Fennimore, 2001 ). Achieve optimal and lasting results by intermittently analyzing audio-recorded planning sessions in this manner and using the results as a basis for choosing specific, measurable, and observable ways to improve future inter-actions. For instance, if tone is a recurrent problem, set a joint goal to slow down, speak softly, and maintain eye contact while conversing. If, however, audiotaping makes one or both co-teachers uncomfortable, opt for a different approach to analyze and to change patterns of communication. Laud (1998) suggested writing down what one plans to say before the interaction and considering the possible effect it may have on another person. Maintain a log to record ongoing interactions, analyze them by looking for instances of good and poor communication, and plan for ways to increase the former and decrease the latter.
Preparation
Thoughtful planning, whether conducted independently or with a co-teaching partner, is a vital part of designing effective instruction (Gunter, Estes, & Mintz, 2007) . Poorly planned activities rarely end well. Although finding the time to plan may seem impossible, effective co-teachers manage to set aside at least 45 minutes a week for uninterrupted planning (Bos & Vaughn, 2006; Kohler-Evans, 2006) . Because shared planning time, especially 45 minutes of it, is often difficult to come by, generating creative, flexible solutions serves both teachers well. This is where technology can come in handy. For example, busy co-teachers who do not have time to meet before, during, or after the school day can use free online interactive videoconferencing (e.g., Skype, SightSpeed, iChat) in the evening or on weekends. If Internet access is a problem, a good old-fashioned telephone or mobile device will suffice. Teachers who have multiple co-teaching partners may find it easier to hold shorter meetings more often. Instead of meeting with each co-teacher for 45 minutes once a week, try penciling in 10 minutes with each partner four or five times a week. Regardless of the manner in which meetings between co-teachers take place, use the following techniques to get the most out of it.
Develop Protocols for Meetings
Because teaching time is by nature student-centered, co-teachers must hold meetings where they can exchange ideas, make decisions, and carry out everyday tasks with-out interruptions (Dettmer et al., 2005) . Although finding times and places to plan together regularly may seem like more work, the benefits of doing so should prove as motivating as they are rejuvenating. Asking administrators to cover your classes once a week to make time for co-planning may be more palatable if there is evidence that the time will be used wisely. Crafting a meeting agenda beforehand is one way to illustrate effective and efficient use of planning time. Meeting agendas also promote joint ownership and action during collaborative planning sessions, helping co-teachers reap the rewards of the positive climate that results (Friend & Cook, 2007) . Before every co-teaching meeting, identify the purpose, the goals, and the meeting location. Settle any issues of timing, advanced preparation, and other logistics in advance so that partners can focus the discussion on the matters at hand. Every meeting should result in resolution of at least one issue or completion of the planning of at least one shared item. Guidelines for developing meeting protocols include deciding whether a meeting is needed, preparing and sticking to a written agenda, agreeing on a code of conduct, participating constructively in the dialogue, and evaluating the results (Washington University in St. Louis, n.d.).
Because meetings are based on conversation, an effective protocol will include the type or types of talk that will help achieve the identified co-teaching goals. Geller (2006) describes five types of conversation: relationship talk (i.e., sharing personal aspects of one's life), possibility talk (i.e., sharing visions, goals, objectives, or plans), action talk (i.e., discussing behavior-driven tactics to accomplish goals, plans, and visions), opportunity talk (i.e., discussing choices available to meet goals as well as the roles and responsibilities of partners), and follow-up talk (i.e., discussing goal attainment or lack thereof and any changes that need to take place). Each type of talk serves a different purpose and is not mutually exclusive; thus, a meeting agenda may include several, if not all, of the types of talk.
Use Timelines
Shared timelines and schedules are a good way to ensure that professionals work in unison in the classroom (Friend & Cook, 2007) . Together, map out goals for specific units, months, marking periods, or semesters. Evaluate joint progress by referring regularly to these goals, and make changes as needed. Using visual organizers in this way not only helps coordinate instruction but also creates a record of benchmarks that can be used to track students' progress throughout the year and provides a measure of accountability for all teachers involved. The visual organizer in Table 1 illustrates how one pair of co-teachers used timelines to plan, carry out, and evaluate an instructional unit. Notice the amended outline, created when the teachers failed to adhere to their original objectives. When the unit failed to progress as planned, the partners reviewed the timeline and realized their original goals were too ambitious. They remained flexible and adjusted the timeline. Taking those few minutes to jot down the timeline for unit design and delivery allowed the co-teachers to more effectively manage their limited planning and instructional time and to avoid playing the bail-and-blame game.
Design Lesson Plans Together
Before creating any concrete co-teaching plans, you must choose a co-teaching model. Although there are many different models that co-teachers can use, deciding in advance can help to clarify the ways in which partners interact in the classroom. Friend and Cook (2007) developed six approaches that can guide effective coteaching: (a) one teaching, one observing, (b) station teaching, (c) parallel teaching, (d) alternative teaching, (e) teaming, and (f) one teaching, one assisting. Use the one-teaching, one-observing model if collecting academic or behavioral student data is what matters. Try station teaching, where both teachers actively provide instruction while students rotate through preplanned instructional centers or stations, when co-teaching styles differ or if smaller teacher-student ratios are preferred. Opt for parallel teaching, in which the class is divided into two groups and each co-teacher instructs one group, when both partners possess adequate content knowledge but smaller instructional configurations better meet students' diverse needs. Consider alternative teaching when a small group of students would benefit from instruction that differs from the whole class. Go for teaming when co-teaching partners really hit it off; synergy and parity make or break this approach. Use the one-teaching, oneassisting model sparingly, reserving its use primarily for unplanned co-teaching interactions. Each time coteachers meet, albeit formally or informally, discussion should center on choosing a model or models that support the curriculum, meet diverse student needs, and promote attainment of subject matter or skills. More thorough descriptions, examples, and straightforward illustrations of these approaches can be found on the DVD The Power of Two (Friend, Burrello, & Burrello, 2005) or in Friend and Cook's (2007) textbook.
After reviewing the models and making a selection, decide together how to put them into action. Approaching co-teaching situations with well-developed instructional plans ensures that classroom interactions between the partners are as satisfying as they are successful. The planning format that is best for co-teaching can differ from standard lesson plan templates in important ways, including space in which to describe shared goals and areas that formalize work flow patterns and divisions of responsibility. Select or develop a lesson plan form designed specifically for co-teaching, being sure to incorporate the co-teaching models. Keefe, Moore, and Duff (2004) designed a template many co-teachers find helpful. The authors of this article adapted this lesson plan template by inserting visual symbols to represent Friend and Cook's (2007) different co-teaching models and adding the key words beginning, middle, and end to the rows under the column titled Lesson Elements (see Figure 2 for a sample plan). As can be seen in Figure 2 , these adaptations prompt co-teaching partners to consider how their roles and responsibilities should change throughout the lesson.
Instruction
Teacher effectiveness is one of the most important factors affecting school achievement (Sanders & Horn, 1998; Wright, Horn, & Sanders, 1997) . It is not surprising, then, that in the current era of standards-based reform wherein all students are expected to achieve more academically, authorities have called for improvements in teacher effectiveness (Imig & Imig, 2006) . To optimize students' learning of co-taught content, consider the following suggestions:
Teach Together and Monitor Student Progress
Good co-teaching involves two teachers who are actively teaching and monitoring students, not one teacher and an additional pair of hands. Because planning time is so scarce, it is easy for co-teachers to overrely on the teach-and-assist model, in which one teacher is relegated to the role of an instructional aide (Kloo & Zigmond, 2008; Friend & Cook, 2007) . Instead, of falling prey to this trap, aim for both teachers to pro-vide instruction in the classroom. Remind one another to limit use of the one-teaching, one-observing model and the one-teaching, one-assisting model to the beginning and ending of lessons and to maximize use of station teaching, parallel teaching, alternative teaching, and teaming when teaching the most important parts of lessons. The structure of the adapted co-teaching lesson plan included in Figure 2 helps co-teachers do just that; the challenge, of course, is to stay the course when carrying it out. And remember, under Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004, education professionals are required to monitor and report the academic and behavioral progress of students with disabilities. Use the advantage of having two teachers not only to enhance instructional delivery but also to collect adequate pupil performance data. For example, while one partner is teaching, the other can conduct 1-minute samples of target pupils' on-task behavior or collect curriculum-based measurement data (e.g., number of math problems completed correctly in 1 minute) from a representative sample of students, comprised of high-achieving learners, typical learners, low-achieving learners, and learners with an Individualized Education Program (IEP).
Let Data Guide Decision Making
Although the goal of co-teaching is to improve student outcomes, Austin (2001) found that many co-teachers make decisions about instructional effectiveness based on subjective opinions rather than concrete data. Strengthening the capacity of co-teachers to make quality decisions about student development requires use of more objective means (Gable, Arllen, Evans, & Whinnery, 1997) . Frequent joint review of repeated and multiple quantitative measures of pupil performance (i.e., test scores, report card grades, curriculum-based measurement data) can help co-teachers make sound judgments about their instruction. Special educators can be especially helpful in collecting pupil performance information, graphing the data, and offering guidelines for interpreting the results. Co-teachers can then work together to deter-mine the appropriate grouping, accommodations, modifications, and assessment alternatives. Figure 3 provides an example of a data-informed decision-making matrix that two co-teachers used to coordinate their students' academic and behavioral accommodations, adaptations, and supports in the general education classroom. Initially, the co-teachers sat down together and reviewed the students' IEP documents as well as their progress-monitoring data. Next, the teachers completed the matrix, using the resulting summary to make data-informed decisions about each student's level of need. As can be seen, some of their students demonstrated a need for many instructional and behavioral supports, whereas others required only a few. Later, the co-teachers used the matrix as a quickglance reference to make certain each student received what he or she needed each day in the class-room. In addition to providing insight into student needs, this pragmatic approach allowed the co-teachers to quickly cut through differences of subjective opinion that had threatened to become personal and refocus their interactions on the original shared purpose, helping all students learn more.
Reflect on Co-Taught Lessons
Reflective practitioners are more effective than those who do not create regular opportunities to discuss and reflect on co-taught lessons (Dieker & Murawski, 2003) . When reflecting on co-taught lessons, partners need to focus discussion in two areas: student achievement and teacher satisfaction. Begin by providing sincere, positive, and specific praise to one another, both as motivational feedback and as honest recognition of a job well done. As the discussion unfolds, continue to offer at least two positive statements for each area that is discussed as a need for improvement. End the reflective dialogue on a positive note, and identify a shared goal for the next co-taught lesson. Moreover, make certain the reflective dialogue is guided by objective data rather than personal opinions.
Data used to reflect on student achievement during the co-taught lesson should include direct measures of performance, such as the number of students who answered questions correctly or who accurately completed the graphic organizer. Trying to reflect on teacher satisfaction in data-informed ways, however, may prove more challenging. To do so, try one of the co-teaching assessment tools that have become widely available. Instruments such as the Co-Teaching Rating Scale (Gately & Gately, 200 1) or the Co-Teacher Relationship Scale (Noonan, McCormick, & Heck, 2003) can help co-teaching partners evaluate and reflect on their interactions with accuracy and objectivity. Choose a scale that reflects both teachers' professional goals, and commit to using it at least twice a year. If co-teaching partners are uncomfortable with the idea of formally assessing new or emerging co-teaching skills, they can agree to keep the results confidential. If all else fails, use these three questions to guide joint reflection: What went well during the lesson? What did not go well during the lesson? What are the goals for the next lesson?
Conflict Resolution
Differences of opinion are only to be expected in a setting where two or more adults share authority and responsibilities (Garmston, 1998; Gottman et al., 1976; Melamed & Reiman, 2000) . As co-teachers, the idea is not to avoid all potential conflict but to use situations where opinions differ to strengthen and improve the coteaching interaction. When differences do threaten to turn sour, try specific tactics.
Respect Cultural Differences
Groups and cultures can differ greatly in the ways they approach basic values, motives, assumptions, and aspirations (Cozart, Cudahy, Ndunda, & Van Sickle, 2003) . Recognize that cultural differences are complex structures that can deeply affect not only customs and attitudes but also how different co-teaching partners perceive the same situation. Make time to share personal stories and narratives. These conversations convey partners' culturally driven value and belief systems, helping to build a safe and trusting climate (Cozart et al., 2003) . Rubenstein (1997) also recommends becoming more knowledgeable about cultural diversity. Read books and magazines or talk with individuals from different cultural groups to increase understanding about what behaviors others find offensive. Use simple techniques, such as paraphrasing, monitoring nonverbal clues, and communication tools (e.g., visual or graphic organizers, photographs), to stave off strife that arises from language differences (Garmston, 2006; Rubenstein, 1997) . Finally, use differences between co-teaching partners as a way to enrich the classroom experience. For example, during co-taught math lessons incorporate opportunities for students to learn about each partner's heritage by using various instructional experiences supported by an array of materials (e.g., foreign coins, international data, and non-English word problems; see Rubenstein, 1997) . Doing so helps co-teaching partners avoid dis-agreements about whose instructional approaches and materials are superior, while allowing them to provide culturally sensitive pedagogy (Cozart et al., 2003) .
Discuss Minor Issues Before They Escalate
Although cultural differences may contribute to conflicts that arise between co-teachers, day-to-day interactions can also deteriorate because work ethics, organizational skills, and problem-solving approaches differ. Regardless of the source of contention, if a dis-agreement does emerge between co-teaching partners, discuss the matter neutrally without offending one another (Melamed & Reiman, 2000) . This approach not only helps to diffuse the situation but also provides a much-needed sense of psychological safety (Garmston, 2005) . To establish parameters for a trying conversation, preface it with a phrase such as -I have a question about the third grade promotion standards‖ (Funston, 2004) . Then, to gather alternative points of view, Neuman (2006) recommended asking why questions such as -Help me understand why you feel that way‖ (p. 58). Alternatively, co-teachers can think aloud about the different points of view involved and about how they might be making things difficult. Accurately identifying the problem is a wise investment of both teachers' time and energy (Friend & Cook, 2007) , leading to a more satisfying resolution that saves time in the long run. Brainstorm solutions that will solve the issue rather than -win‖ the argument: One-sided concerns and emotions should not dominate the conversation. To prevent new problems from emerging, take notes, nod occasionally, wait to speak, and restate important points (Pierce & Fields, 2003) . Most important, keep an open mind, focus on likeminded positions, and be ready to compromise (Tacy, 1999; Walther-Thomas & Carter, 1993) .
Think First, Act Later
In times of disagreement, never respond impulsively by entering into a heated argument (Pierce & Fields, 2003) . Instead, turn full attention to understanding one another's messages in a rational, productive manner (Garmston, 1998; Melamed & Reiman, 2000) . Remaining calm requires several unique skills. Garnston and Wellman (1998) recommended trying suspension and the balcony view (p. 3 1). Suspension is an internal monitoring technique in which one sets aside immediate cognitions and impulses, deferring judgment to a later time when they can be further examined, either individually or with a partner. Alternatively, the balcony view is a self-talk skill that allows one to acknowledge (during conversation) the differing thoughts, opinions, and feelings of self and others and to make a strategic decision about whether to press forward or drop it altogether. Breathing is another widely recognized technique (Garmston, 2006) . Distinguishing cognitive from affective conflict is also helpful. Affective conflict is antagonistic, whereas cognitive conflict is issue-related (Garmston, 2005) . Ignoring the former and exploring the latter to resolve it in healthy ways go a long way toward improving difficult interactions. To do so successfully day after day, however co-teachers need to take care of themselves, making it a priority to eat, sleep, socialize, and strike a balance between work and play. Finally, although it may seem trite, communication experts (Gottman et al., 1976 ) recommend being polite, especially when your partner is acting unreasonably or impolitely. Behaving politely communicates caring and consideration, defusing tense interactions and strengthening the co-teaching relation-ship (Pierce & Fields, 2003) .
Turn Differences Into Learning Opportunities
The strength in co-teaching emerges from the partnership itself, not from one of the co-teachers acting as an expert who holds all the right answers (Friend, 2007; Murawski & Dieker, 2004) . Appreciate differences of opinion as opportunities to further develop the partner-ship by focusing on the new insights that will be gained through many conversations, rather than fixating on the outcome of one specific interaction (Garmston, 2005) . Effective co-teachers work hard to maintain one another's self-confidence and self-esteem and follow through with actions that match their words (Bouck, 2007; Dieker & Murawski, 2003 ): They listen first and then speak and act with integrity (Keil, 2005) . Moreover, co-teaching partners who acknowledge, deal with, and learn from conflict when it arises between them are more likely to positively affect pupil performance (Garmston, 1998) . To help one another recognize the value in continuous improvement and commit to pursuing it, try visualizing a teeter-totter (Cramer & Stivers, 2007) . During this mental exercise, remind one another that when one partner moves the other is influenced and vice versa. Ideally, the growth that results from continuous professional and personal influences will lead to mutual benefit, leaving both co-teachers yearning for more.
Conclusion
Co-teaching provides practitioners with an opportunity to better meet the academic and behavioral needs of an increasingly diverse school-age population. However, for such professional collaboration to reach its full potential, a genuine commitment is needed. Casting aside preconceived, separate notions about teaching and learning in order to work toward constructing shared beliefs, assumptions, and styles requires ample time and strategic effort (Rice & Zigmond, 2000; Roth & Tobin, 2004) . Effective co-teaching is as much an art as it is a science. Embracing one but not the other can diminish the effectiveness of co-teaching, in turn creating feelings of frustration and mistrust between partners. This article offers a variety of practical techniques, drawn from the literature, that are designed to support new co-teachers as they endeavor to establish a common identity and to help veteran professionals strengthen their partnerships. If co-teaching partners are willing to invest time and effort in enhancing communications skills, finding regular planning time, improving instructional approaches, and resolving conflicts, they not only can reverse unproductive interactions but can even prevent them entirely.
